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Chapter 26 
Kangaroo harvesting for conservation of 
rangelands, kangaroos ... and graziers 
 
Gordon Grigg1 
The argument is presented here that we should redefine the role of kangaroos in the sheep 
rangelands from pest to resource because their present pest status is counterproductive to the 
long-term conservation of kangaroos, the rangelands and the economic interests of 
landholders. At present, the idea of marketing kangaroo meat is increasingly being supported 
by landholders because they see it as a way of gaining better pest control towards the now 
widely accepted goal of having reduced total grazing pressure on the rangelands. A 
sustainable commercial harvest of 15-20% of the populations, however, is already known to 
be ineffective as a method of reducing total grazing pressure below present levels. However, 
harvest quotas high enough to meet that goal would be totally unacceptable to the Australian 
and world communities because kangaroos have such a high conservation value. So another 
way to reduce total grazing pressure has to be found. While kangaroos continue to be seen as 
pests, the focus will continue to be on ways to reduce their number. Indeed, there are already 
several research projects under way looking for cheaper, more effective and more acceptable 
ways to kill kangaroos than by shooting them. Should such ‘magic bullets’ be found, their use 
would not be in the long-term interests of kangaroo conservation. A better option may be to 
redefine kangaroos as part of the economic support base of landholders, and thus provide an 
economically attractive mechanism for graziers to reduce total grazing pressure by lowering 
sheep numbers. The argument runs as follows. Most of the annual harvest of 34 million 
kangaroos is used for the hides only, with the meat being wasted and with graziers getting no 
economic return. If kangaroo meat can be marketed successfully at high prices, kangaroos 
which are now killed as pests and mostly wasted would become a significant asset to graziers. 
If the value of kangaroo meat rises sufficiently, graziers could lighten sheep numbers and 
benefit from better wool quality, increased sheep welfare and land and pasture conservation. 
Recent legislative changes, which allow the harvest of kangaroos for local human 
consumption, have given a significant boost to this idea. The next step is to embark on a 
marketing program. This could be initiated by private enterprise, including graziers, with the 
support of governments, to promote the value of kangaroo meat. Important selling points are 
its merits as a tasty, healthy meat whose use is ecologically sound and environmentally 
desirable. The idea of using kangaroos in this way, as a significant and valued resource 
instead of a continually persecuted pest, provides an excellent example of the concept of the 
sustainable use of wildlife for conservation. Landholders could be meeting desirable 
conservation objectives while simultaneously ensuring and enhancing the economic 
profitability of their land. 
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I have been actively promoting the potential conservation benefits of the sustainable 
use of kangaroos for more than ten years, since long before the notion of sustainability 
became written into national and international policies (Lunney 1995, this volume). The 
ideas have been spelled out in a series of formal publications (Grigg 1984, 1987a, 
1987b, 1987c, 1988, 1989, 1991, 1993) and presented in many other public forums, 
including conferences and in news and current affairs media. The ideas have evolved 
during this period, with growing support for them. The greatest evidence of changing 
public attitudes comes from the introduction of new legislation in Western Australia, 
New South Wales and Queensland to allow the harvest of kangaroos for local human 
consumption. I have always considered that this step was crucial if kangaroos are to be 
recognised by graziers as a resource rather than a pest; a recognition which is essential if 
there is to be a “land care” benefit gained from kangaroo harvesting. 
It is not my intention to present here a comprehensive review of the arguments in 
favour of what Lunney (1988) has referred to as “the Grigg proposal”. The reader is 
referred instead to Grigg (1991) and, for a discussion of the ethical aspects of the issue, 
to Grigg (1984). Cameron (1991) reviewed a range of land degradation-related options 
for kangaroo “management” and, although he writes from a different philosophical 
perspective, his paper provides a useful review of the issues. 
Rather, I shall concentrate on drawing out what I see as the links between a high 
value kangaroo industry, potential economic benefits to graziers and potential benefits 
for land conservation. It is these linkages, so often misunderstood, which embody the 
principles of sustainable use of wildlife for conservation and make kangaroos relevant 
to the focus of this conference. 
Firstly, however, I shall provide a brief review of the scenario I have in mind. I have 
elsewhere referred to a high value kangaroo industry as “sheep replacement therapy for 
rangelands”. The argument, put simply, is that Australia has a massive problem of land 
degradation, particularly in the sheep rangelands, which is due largely to overgrazing. For 
there to be any redress, total grazing pressure must be lowered. The main components 
of the grazing pressure are domestic stock (primarily sheep in the sheep rangelands); 
four species of kangaroos (red Macropus rufus, eastern grey Macropus giganteus, 
western grey Macropus fuliginosus, and wallaroo/euro Macropus robustus), rabbits 
(Oryctolagus cuniculus) and, particularly in recent years, an increasing number of feral 
goats (Capra hircus). The traditional attitude of graziers, and one accepted by governments, 
is that kangaroos need to be “controlled” because they are a competitive pressure on the 
numbers of sheep that a property can carry and, furthermore, because they damage 
fences and drink water pumped for sheep. Hence, commercial harvesting of kangaroos 
has been condoned as a self-funding agent of pest control, despite the special significance 
of kangaroos to Australians as our national symbol and despite considerable opposition (on 
humane grounds) from many people who are opposed to kangaroos being shot. This is 
essentially the situation which prevails at present, with kangaroos being perceived 
simultaneously as our national symbol, as a pest and, in a very limited way, as a 
resource. At present, kangaroo meat is poorly presented and poorly marketed, most of 
the annual harvest of 3-4 million kangaroos is used for the hides only, and most graziers 
get no return from the kangaroos which their properties support. 
The scenario for which I have been arguing is one which requires the redefinition of 
kangaroos from pest to significant resource through the promotion onto the world 
market of kangaroo meat as a high quality, healthy product, available in limited 
quantities (in world terms), whose production is environmentally sound and even 
“politically correct” (harvest of a free-range, renewable resource). My argument is that 
if kangaroo meat is marketed successfully, at high prices, then kangaroos will be 
perceived by graziers as an asset, not a pest. If this happens graziers can be counted on 
to stop “giving away” entry rights to kangaroo shooters the way they do now1. It will 
also give graziers more options in property management and, if the value of kangaroos 
rises sufficiently, would enable them to lighten sheep numbers to the benefit of wool 
quality, sheep welfare, and land and pasture conservation, as long as feral goats and 
rabbits are controlled. Depending upon relative values, it could lead to some graziers 
reducing sheep numbers significantly and, in some areas, even abandoning sheep 
altogether (if that were their choice). Certainly I have spoken to many graziers who 
express a willingness to “lighten off ” their sheep if they could make money from the 
kangaroos. This is an encouraging response. The point is that, by turning into a resource 
that large sector of the total grazing pressure which is presently seen only as a pest, the 
scene could be set for some dramatic redesign of land use in the sheep rangelands. 
The underlying principle upon which this idea is based is the same as that under 
discussion at this conference, i.e. the principle that by engineering a value for wildlife 
one can give value to the land and the habitat which supports the wildlife, thus leading to 
economic pressure for habitat conservation instead of habitat destruction. In this scenario, 
the habitat (and the long-term economic survival of grazing enterprises in that habitat) 
is under threat from overgrazing. If economic viability for the landholders can be assured 
with fewer domestic stock, then rehabilitation of land vegetation systems becomes a 
possibility (though this would be slow). In the long run, the beneficiaries would be other 
species whose future at present is bleak because this vast part of the Australian continent 
is being transformed to desert under present grazing practices. It is even possible to 
imagine successful reintroductions of species lost from these areas when domestic stock 
and a European land management regime were introduced. 
The idea of promoting a higher value commercial harvest of kangaroos has, in 
general, the support of the grazing community. This, in itself, is a step forwards because 
there has been significant opposition to local use of kangaroo meat for human 
consumption, especially from beef producers, because of concern about it becoming a 
cheap alternative to beef and other red meat. This concern is misplaced because of the 
comparatively small amount of kangaroo meat which could be made available; no more 
than 2% of Australia’s red meat production. This realisation seems to have sunk home, 
coupled perhaps with a realisation that it will be sold as a specialty meat (both locally and 
overseas) rather than in competition with traditional red meat. 
However, if I judge correctly, support from graziers’ organisations for local human 
consumption of kangaroo meat has come not because they see money in it for land holders 
but, rather, because they see it as a way of kangaroo control. At present, harvest quotas are 
seldom filled because of economic factors (low value of the product in relation to shooters 
costs). Many graziers find this frustrating, especially those distant from processing works 
and markets. Higher values, as they see it, would mean more kangaroos harvested and, 
thus, more effective pest control. Up to the present, kangaroo “management” in Australia has 
always been aimed at “control” of kangaroos, that is, reducing their numbers in order to 
reduce total grazing pressure. 
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 In 1995 some processors entered into contractual arrangements with landholders, for a fee, to secure access to kangaroos on 
their properties. It could be argued that this is the start of landholders becoming financial stakeholders in the kangaroos on their 
land. 
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It is this assumption that the goal of kangaroo harvesting must be “pest control” that I 
now want to challenge, because there is a subtlety in the scenario I am presenting which 
is frequently either misunderstood or overlooked. 
If the aim is to reduce total grazing pressure on the rangelands, then shooting 15-
20% of the kangaroos (the full annual quota) will never be effective. This is shown by 
the continuing abundance of red kangaroos in Queensland, even though the quota is 
taken every year and, after the season is closed to commercial harvest, destruction 
permits are issued and many more individuals are killed. There may be some local 
reduction in numbers where the harvesting effort is focused, but that is soon made up by 
immigration. If the 15-20% harvest were to be spread more evenly across the range of the 
kangaroos, instead of focused around towns the way it now is, its effect would be even 
less noticeable. Indeed, shooting is actually a poor method of pest control, even if there 
were no limits on the numbers taken. Furthermore, continuing abundance of red 
kangaroos indicates that the present 15-20% quota is a rate of harvest more in tune with 
sustainability than with pest control. This is not to say that a 15-20% harvest does not 
cause a significant lowering in numbers. Shepherd and Caughley (1987) calculated that 
a harvest at maximum long-term yield reduces populations of kangaroos by about 40%. 
The point is that this is close to what we have under the present harvesting regime, yet 
kangaroo numbers are still perceived to be too high. 
So what are the options? Could the quotas be increased? I think not, because higher 
quotas would conflict with conservation considerations. Much higher quotas would be 
needed, probably the total removal of any restrictions at all, if kangaroo numbers were to 
be significantly reduced. Although some graziers already practice this illegally 
(combined with appropriate fencing), the high conservation value of kangaroos ensures 
that this would never again be sanctioned. 
The only practical option, I believe, is the one I have spelled out; to redefine 
kangaroos as part of the economic support base of landholders so that the income from 
kangaroos makes it possible for graziers to reduce total grazing pressure by reducing 
sheep. 
But why would graziers reduce sheep, rather than use kangaroos as additional 
income on top of sheep? This is often used as an argument against what I am proposing. 
However, graziers already run sheep on top of kangaroos (and other herbivores) and the 
grazing pressure is too high. If they make money from the kangaroos, and if kangaroos 
become accepted as an economically positive part of their mixed grazing system, they 
will at least have an option of maintaining economic viability with lower sheep numbers. It 
is an option which graziers are beginning to explore. Sooner or later, economic 
considerations will dictate it. 
Another issue which has to be addressed is what I perceive as a growing acceptance 
of various “destruction permits” which permit the shooting of kangaroos above the 
commercial quota. As no checks are made on the number taken, the permit is taken by 
many land holders as an unlimited license to shoot kangaroos. One school of thought is 
that this is unimportant because any significant reduction in populations, from whatever 
cause, would be detected in aerial surveys and the following year’s commercial quota 
reduced accordingly. There is, however, a conclusion which can be drawn from official 
tolerance of this illegality: that graziers “need help” with kangaroo control beyond what 
can currently be provided by the commercial industry. There is no doubt that this will 
remain so while pest reduction remains the aim of harvesting. 
This attitude finds expression in another area. There are several research projects 
under way designed to find better ways to control kangaroos. These range from 
development and testing of Finlayson troughs which prevent kangaroos getting access to 
water, to self-harvesting systems (using water as a bait) which will make it easier to kill 
large numbers of kangaroos cheaply, to “reproductive technology” research to develop 
ways to prevent kangaroos breeding. Curiously, these initiatives are supported by some 
animal liberation organisations, whose concern is more about the shooting of kangaroos 
than about the long-term survival of an abundance of kangaroos. 
We are also beginning to hear about the desirability of returning kangaroo 
numbers to population levels which prevailed at the time of European arrival (a difficult 
management goal!). This idea is usually brought up in the context of the supposed 
desirability of reducing or eliminating artificial waters in national parks, the flaw being 
that erosion from prior grazing may have already destroyed whatever natural waters 
may have been present previously. 
The alacrity with which some of these kangaroo reduction schemes achieve support, 
even from some organisations and individuals I would have thought to be champions of 
kangaroo conservation, show how deeply embedded in our national psyche is the idea 
that kangaroo management equates with reducing their numbers. One of my fears is that 
some ‘magic bullet’ will be found, which will make it cheap and easy to bring about 
significant and long term reductions in kangaroo populations. As things are at present, 
the arrival of a magic bullet would be welcomed by most graziers and the pressure to 
deploy it would be enormous. If it were a simple and cheap system, there would be no 
holding it back. 
As I see it, if kangaroo conservation is to be ensured and if our arid and semi-arid 
grazing lands are not to be turned to deserts by sheep and goats, the sooner kangaroos 
become a significant resource instead of a pest the better. The crucial step in 
developing that scenario is the development of a marketing program. The outcome 
would be a higher value for the product, by creating a higher demand against a limited 
availability. Who should do this? I would like to see governments engender a climate of 
support for that development so that whoever initiates the marketing effort can do so with 
confidence. I would also like to see graziers involved in that initiative; they will, after 
all, be significant beneficiaries. What are the prospects of success? They are much 
better than they were five years ago now that kangaroo meat can be sold for human 
consumption throughout Australia and, because the acceptance of it in restaurants has been 
so encouraging, I rate the prospects of success very highly. 
However, a number of concerns and impediments remain to be surmounted. These 
were discussed at a workshop held in Adelaide in 1993 (Grant & Ramsay 1993). There 
are difficulties which relate to shooting and to a perception of possible of over-
harvesting, but it must be remembered that my scenario does not require more kangaroos 
to be shot, it depends upon their being used fully, for meat as well as skins, and the sale 
of those products at higher prices. 
Another concern is the widespread doubt about the quality of the product, spread by 
deliberate misinformation campaigns. Quality assurance will have to be an important 
aspect of any marketing program and it is an issue which is being addressed. 
 
The harvesting of kangaroos by shooting is seen by many people as cruel and 
unacceptable and there will always be opposition from that quarter. Harvesting by 
shooting is, however, also seen in a positive light by many others. David Butcher, when 
Director of RSPCA (NSW), spoke about the desirability of “the paddock slaughter of an 
animal unaware of danger” over the traditional practices of transport and slaughter of 
domestic livestock. Obviously there must be adherence to the appropriate guidelines to 
ensure humane shooting. 
Another difficulty, more overseas than local, is a fear that an industry based on the 
harvest of kangaroos will threaten their long term survival. However, much is known 
about the population ecology of kangaroos, there is a long history and experience of 
harvesting, and a population monitoring system and an annual harvest quota are already in 
place. 
Another difficulty which is often raised by both graziers and conservationists is that 
of ownership. Conservationists are concerned about the principle of giving up ownership 
of wildlife to private citizens. Graziers are concerned about their lack of ownership of a 
resource on which I am suggesting they should become reliant. I think that both concerns 
can be addressed by a properly implemented tagging system, as follows. A fully 
developed, properly controlled, humanely conducted harvest of kangaroos could see tags 
issued to individual properties in proportion to estimates of kangaroo density. Landholders 
could use their tags in a variety of ways; they could employ licensed shooters, they could 
sell their tags to shooters or to licensed processors, or they could enter into contractual 
arrangements with licensed operators for the annual harvest. Kangaroos would be shot 
according to the Code of Practice and dressed in the field according to guidelines 
developed to ensure proper hygiene. Ownership of the carcass would transfer from “the 
crown” to the tag holder when the tag is attached to the carcass. I consider that the 
relevant National Parks and Wildlife Service (or equivalent) would continue to have the 
responsibility for monitoring populations and for determining the size of the quota of each 
species and the distribution of harvesting intensity. At some point, probably at the first 
point of sale, the industry would then become the responsibility of the Department of 
Primary Industries or whichever government agency has that responsibility in the 
particular State. The present process by which national quotas are debated and agreed to 
under the aegis of the Australian Nature Conservation Agency would continue. ._ 
In summary, I think we must reconsider the role of kangaroos in the sheep rangelands. 
Their present status as pests is neither necessary nor in the best long-term interests of the 
kangaroos, the habitat which supports them, or the landholders. It is hard to find a better 
example of how conservation objectives could be met by landholders through the 
sustainable use of wildlife while they simultaneously ensure and enhance the economic 
profitability of their land. 
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